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Introduction 
 
Though the role of academic libraries in campus communities is often seen 
through the lens of reference services, library staff also create and deliver instruction 
sessions for students and the public. Instruction sessions give librarians a chance to 
present their collections to a wider audience and integrate library services with academic 
coursework. Many college campuses also include a special collections library or 
department, sometimes built around a university archives collection. At other times, 
collections may consist of wide-ranging works such as early printed books, ephemera, 
and focused archival collections. Unfortunately, in many institutions, these resources 
rarely find their way into the classroom. However, rare book and archival materials can 
provide a pathway into scholarship for both beginning and advanced students. 
Experiences with primary sources can encourage academic inquiry in ways that 
secondary sources may not; students are able to actively investigate sources, and they 
learn to connect textual information to the physical media in which it is conveyed.     
 In my work as a graduate assistant in Wilson Special Collections Library at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC), I can already see the critical thinking 
skills that emerge when students engage with the materials. Students often notice new 
things about a copy that the librarian and professor for a course did not at first take into 
consideration. Why are there pages missing? What is the binding made of? Who wrote 
the notes on the title page? Though these questions may seem simple at face value, these 
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sorts of visual inquiries can lead to deep historical discussions, worthy of research. 
Though we are now in an “electronic age,” objects have played a central role in human 
history, thought, and achievement. Students’ engagement with the objects that served as 
carriers of information in a given place or time period can give them a clearer picture of 
the past and other cultural contexts. Instruction sessions are often the chief introduction 
students receive to using special collections and primary sources. 
 The real flowering of research and literature related to special collections 
instruction has only come in the last ten years. Daniel Traister, a rare book and 
manuscript librarian who has contributed numerous articles about special collections and 
their many roles, attributes the increased interest to a new focus on users and outreach 
that has made itself felt on all campuses. This may be due to the need to represent the 
library as an asset to the institution and certainly relates to the economic realities of 
scarce funding (Traister 88-90).  Of course, discussing this practical motivation for 
usability and outreach does not mean that Traister does not himself feel dedicated to 
improving accessibility to special collections. Throughout his article and many of the 
case studies published recently, the desire of archivists and librarians to educate, make 
materials accessible, and encourage openness seems to derive from their own passions 
and orientations toward their users.  
 Despite the increase in case studies and research published about instruction in 
special collections in recent years, many questions still require exploration. The majority 
of publications include case studies which provide insights from librarians or archivists 
and faculty, but do not include formal feedback from students. A handful of studies 
record extensive projects attempting to assess special collections instruction with 
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perception or skills-based testing, but the scarcity of these studies leave room for future 
developments in assessment. The challenge lies in several factors at play in special 
collections libraries and the very practical realities of instruction in this setting.  
 This study explores special collections instruction and the challenges inherent in 
assessing instruction sessions for undergraduates at Wilson Special Collections Library at 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. A brief perception-based student survey 
administered at the end of sessions and faculty and staff interviews help to flesh out the 
specific challenges faced by special collections libraries in creating assessment 
initiatives. This study provides an exploratory starting point for assessment initiatives in 
the future by analyzing selected strategies and discussing the perceptions of students, 
faculty, and library staff.  
 
Literature Review  
Introduction 
 In recent years, those writing about special collections instruction have recorded 
collaborations with faculty, case studies, and assessment approaches. The majority of 
projects illustrated in the literature are case studies. These articles record the direct 
experiences of librarians and faculty members when incorporating instruction into 
courses. They provide valuable insights into collaborative practices for librarians and 
faculty who would like to undertake these kinds of projects in the future, but they do not 
include data-gathering practices such as perception or skills-based surveys and formal 
interviews. Other efforts, though scarce, do include perception-based surveys or skills-
based testing for students and faculty. Another recent development connecting special 
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collections instruction to bibliographic instruction in other campus libraries is an effort to 
teach information literacy goals using primary sources through combined sessions.  
Case studies 
 As discussed earlier, the move toward user studies and increased accessibility and 
outreach through instruction sessions is a somewhat recent move in the special 
collections field. Schmiesing and Hollis wrote one of the first articles to discuss 
instruction in special collections settings and one often cited in later studies, “The role of 
special collections departments in humanities undergraduate and graduate teaching: A 
case study.” The authors explain that though the rare book collection has traditionally 
been viewed as a place for advanced researchers only, its holdings can be central to 
undergraduate and graduate learning. The authors discuss the advantages of student 
interaction with the rare book collection: visits to the collection inspire students to choose 
insightful research topics for assignments; student instruction sessions are an example of 
an active learning environment which places the professor in the position of facilitator 
rather than lecturer; and students can gain insight into how the history of the book is 
intimately related to other important historical events (Schmiesing and Hollis 470-3). The 
authors discuss three specific collaborations between faculty and library staff that 
combine course goals with library materials. One involved student group-work with 
Enlightenment texts, another a project in which students completed their semester project 
using rare book materials related to African American history, and a third, a graduate 
course, in which students presented materials publicly and designed their own exhibit. 
Schmiesing and Hollis give helpful details about the format of these courses and the 
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reactions of the professors and the rare book librarian. However, the otherwise detailed 
article misses chances to record student feedback in a more methodical way. 
  “A dialog on teaching an undergraduate seminar in special collections” by James 
Trevor Bond and Todd Butler also brings out a collaboration between a rare book 
librarian and a faculty member. Bond and Butler record their experience of creating a co-
taught undergraduate course that integrated rare books and ephemera. The course was 
taught both by the rare books librarian (Bond) and by a professor in the department of 
English (Butler) and focused on the history of the book. The authors present the 
challenges they faced in creating and presenting the class and anecdotal student feedback. 
They explain that giving the students independence to organize their own exhibit at the 
end of the class was an important foundational principle of the course (Bond and Butler 
312-13). They found that independence and student-centered learning served the class 
well, though it was difficult to establish at first. They conclude that in a future 
collaboration, they would strive to incorporate direct analysis and contact with rare book 
resources throughout the class rather than beginning the semester with readings about 
book history. They perceived that students gain the most insight from their direct contact 
with materials. Like Schmiesing and Hollis, Bond and Butler include only anecdotal 
evidence of student learning and satisfaction.  
 Moving out of the rare books department, a similar effort occurred in a case study 
of instruction sessions with a freshman composition course in the archives of Michigan 
State University. Mazak and Manista discuss the challenges and pitfalls encountered in 
undergraduate use of archives; often, lack of time and orientation sessions leave students 
confused and overwhelmed when they come to use the archives. Perhaps one of the most 
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insightful points they make about the topic under consideration is that student use of 
primary sources can improve the organization and quality of the writing they produce. 
Instead of using pre-packaged secondary sources, students have to explore and do their 
own creative thinking when using the archives (Mazak and Manista 230). The authors 
provide enticing statements about the potentials of archival instruction, but they do not 
support their hard work with assessment of student learning or an analysis of student 
perceptions of the sessions. 
Assessment in the archives 
 Although very few articles included assessment of rare book instruction, more 
describe insightful assessment studies in the archives. Duff and Cherry discuss a study of 
students in their one-time orientation to the archives at the Yale University Library 
Manuscripts and Archives. The authors used a simple questionnaire including both closed 
and open-ended questions to assess students’ perception of their learning, along with 
another survey gathering professors’ reflections about the sessions. The study’s aim was 
to measure the impact of these sessions. Duff and Cherry define ‘impact’ as “any effect 
that an archival service, system, product, other ‘event,’ or archival material has on an 
individual or group” (500, emphasis in original).  Questions relating to students’ past 
experience with archives, their level of confidence before and after the orientation 
session, and their satisfaction using a Likert scale were used.  
 Overall, Duff and Cherry found that the sessions were successful from the 
perceptions of students and faculty, but also found some places for improvement. 
Archival jargon was used. For example, students may not have understood what meaning 
was intended by the term “records” in the survey (Duff and Cherry 513). Most 
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importantly, students and professors often suggested a hands-on component that would 
have allowed students to actually practice the skills covered in the session (521). Other 
studies, such as Magia Krause’s “Undergraduates in the archives: using an assessment 
rubric to measure learning,” also point out the necessity of practice and hands-on 
activities. 
 Krause mentions Duff and Cherry’s findings, as well as other researchers’ work, 
to show that more practical experience for students is needed: 
 
  The students also wanted a more active experience in which they could engage 
 not only with the documents themselves, but also with the process of doing 
 research in the archives. These studies suggest that students want the process 
 modeled so that they can build a conceptual model of how to accomplish archival 
 research. (Krause, “Undergraduates” 511) 
 
Krause would like to see more participative student learning as well as more systematic 
assessment of impact on student learning. 
 Krause critiques the “anecdotal impressions” of instruction sessions in earlier case 
studies which “provide neither an accurate nor a concrete justification” for the effort that 
goes into instruction sessions (“Undergraduates” 507). In her view, assessment should be 
done in a systematic and careful way.  Additionally, though questions ascertaining 
students’ opinions of the sessions are a helpful step forward, assessment would be more 
effective if it could test actual student learning (511). Through collaboration with the 
history professor, Krause conducted a quasi-experiment to evaluate students’ 
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understanding and use of primary sources. In one history course, students were divided 
into two groups: those who would receive instruction and then undergo evaluation, and 
those who would not receive instruction and be evaluated. Though she would have liked 
to measure the holistic research skills of students over a period of years and the study was 
limited by differences between the two groups of students, Krause found a statistically 
significant improvement in skills among those students who had attended the instruction 
session (522). Krause’s explanation of the limitations of her study and her use of multiple 
scorers in evaluating students’ answers help to validate her study.  
 An interview-based study, also by Krause, discusses instruction from another 
point of view: that of the archivists themselves. In “It makes history alive for them: The 
role of archivists and special collections librarians in instructing undergraduates,” Krause 
explains that she conducted 20 interviews and shares her criteria for choosing 
interviewees. After transcribing interviews, she coded them using a software program and 
searched for themes and patterns. Krause found that archivists do a great deal of 
instruction work and are finding their skills more and more in demand as colleges and 
universities move toward higher standards for student learning. However, archivists by 
and large lack formal training in teaching and do not have any common arena in which to 
share their instructional materials. Krause adds to the validity of her results by explaining 
the criteria for choosing interviewees, matching her larger research questions to the 
specific questions she asked while interviewing, and explaining her methods for 
analyzing the data (“It makes” 403).  
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Assessment tools 
 Although they do not focus upon special collections assessment, Sobel and Wolf’s 
work on assessment at Auraria Library of the Metropolitan State College of Denver can 
help to clarify the strengths and weaknesses of library assessment tools. In looking at the 
tools in use at Auraria, they found that assessment could be grouped into three categories: 
pretest/posttest sets, posttests, and activities (Sobel and Wolf 249). The researchers edited 
these tests and distributed them among instruction librarians. Upon their return, the 
assessment tools were analyzed to determine their completion rates and librarians were 
consulted about their impressions of the assessment process.  
 Sobel and Wolf found that each tool had its strengths and weaknesses. The 
activity tool, which asked students to complete tasks related to the topics of their research 
papers such as listing key search terms, garnered the most participation and involvement 
from students, but librarians stated that it would be difficult to implement in every 
instruction session. The rubric for grading the activity was also time-consuming to 
construct. The pretest/posttest provided helpful insight into the progress of student 
learning. However, there was a higher rate of completion of answers in the posttest when 
it was given alone (Sobel and Wolf 252-53). The researchers conclude that the type of 
assessment tool chosen depends upon the particular class and session that a librarian 
teaches and the kind of data they would like to record. In addition, embedded librarians 
participating throughout the semester in a course could provide better instruction and an 
improved relationship with students.  
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Moving from special collections to wider information literacy goals 
 Many case studies of rare book instruction such as those of Bond and Butler and 
Schmiesing and Hollis focus solely upon the structure of special collections instruction 
sessions, but other librarians look at wider applications of special collections instruction. 
Two research partnerships under consideration involved bringing special collections 
instruction into the domain of information literacy.  
 Perhaps the most focused effort to combine information literacy and special 
collections instruction was undertaken by Sutton and Knight. This collaboration between 
a special collections librarian and an instruction librarian resulted in a session that 
allowed students to see the relationship between primary and secondary sources. Students 
were given a printed guide with information on the differences between primary and 
secondary sources as well as assessment questions about their perceptions of their 
learning during the session.  During the session, students handled archival materials, 
heard stories of research experiences from their professors, and saw how a modern article 
in JSTOR includes citations of primary sources (Sutton and Knight 2006). From 
assessment of the sessions, Sutton and Knight determined that 97% of students perceived 
that they had learned how to distinguish between primary and secondary sources (323). 
The librarians also noticed a high level of engagement when students were able to 
interact with primary sources. Interestingly, Sutton and Knight explain that an assessment 
of students’ learning through testing and practical application of their knowledge would 
be a more informative assessment technique. 
 In their article “Collaborations between faculty and special collections librarians 
in inquiry-driven classes,” Grob and Mazella reveal the connections between special 
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collections instruction and information literacy goals. They explain that information 
literacy (IL) instruction is often segregated from special collections instruction, and this 
does not provide students with successful learning experiences. Instructors expect 
students to learn information literacy in a one-stop session, and IL sessions based on 
article retrieval from online databases miss out on many other aspects of the research 
process (468). Mazella and Grob assert that a one-time instruction session also 
misrepresents student learning, which occurs in a circular, repetitive, cyclical way, not in 
a quick, linear progression (470). Mazella (English professor) and Grob (instruction 
librarian) collaborated on a literature course that allowed for a great deal of freedom in 
the librarian’s choice of materials. Their article contains helpful details about the 
structure of their collaborative course, which dealt with English literature in the year 
1771, and the direct participation of the librarian. Unlike many of the articles dealing 
with how information literacy may be taught through the use of special collections 
materials, Grob and Mazella utilize rare book materials in their classroom collaboration. 
However, an assessment of students’ work in the course, interviews with students, or a 
survey, might have added to the value of Grob and Mazella’s exploration of rare book 
materials’ integration into coursework. 
 Several studies point to the connection between special collections use by 
students and the Association of College and Research Libraries Information Literacy 
Competency Standards for Higher Education, especially standard one, outcome e: 
“Differentiates between primary and secondary sources, recognizing how their use and 
importance vary with each discipline” (Association of College and Research Libraries). 
Several studies discuss Information Literacy standards and use these standards to help 
  
14 
illustrate the connection between information literacy and special collections as well as to 
bolster the foundations of their research (Krause “Undergraduates,” Mazella and Grob, 
Sobel and Wolf).  
Connection to coursework 
 The studies reviewed suggest that instruction sessions focusing on course-related 
materials and including a high degree of collaboration between librarians and faculty 
result in a high level of student engagement and satisfaction. Mazak and Manista recount 
the problems that arise when the academic community does not engage deeply with the 
archives: professors sometimes create assignments using primary sources but do not 
bring their students for an orientation to the archives. Mazella and Grob explain that 
ACRL standards, which include the use of library resources “as an integral part of the 
objectives of the course,” point to the need for close collaboration between faculty and 
librarians (469). Sutton and Knight concluded that students were more engaged with 
materials directly related to their courses. Integration of coursework and visits to the 
special collections is a thread which runs through Bond and Butler and Hollis and 
Schmiesing’s work as well. 
Participation and active learning 
 Bonwell and Eison, in one of the first formal presentations of the concept of 
active learning, advocate the use of interactive class sessions, groupwork, discussion, and 
other methods as ways to increase student engagement in the classroom. Several 
researchers discuss the value of active learning. Krause cites Bonwell and Eison, picking 
out the specific active learning principles that related to the statements of the archivists 
she interviewed (Krause, “It makes” 406). Mazella and Grob point out the disadvantages 
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of a “show and tell” type of session that does not allow students to practice needed 
research skills. Sessions which incorporate active learning seem to promote student 
engagement and stronger learning outcomes. 
 Perhaps the study which most integrates concepts from learning theory into the 
activities of special collections instruction is Barbara Rockenbach’s “Archives, 
undergraduates, and inquiry-based learning: case studies from Yale University Library.” 
Rockenbach cites the Boyer Report of 1998 which recommends undergraduate research 
with primary sources. She explains inquiry-based learning as learning that takes place 
through “asking questions, rather than through absorption of static knowledge” (299). 
Students’ work in the humanities can reflect this kind of learning through use of primary 
source documents in the archives, a process which is likened to a “research laboratory for 
the humanities” (301).  Rockenbach discusses three case studies involving partnerships 
between faculty and librarians that emphasize student use of materials. She highlights 
several developments in learning theory, and she brings out a concept termed “think-pair-
share” as a model for student interaction with primary sources. Students have time to 
think about a new concept, discuss their ideas in pairs, and then present their ideas to the 
class (308). Rockenbach explains that though these case studies were very successful 
according to faculty and staff, she plans to work with library staff to use Magia Krause’s 
instrument and rubric for assessment to begin to “measure impact and build evidence of 
the success of faculty/archivist/librarian collaborations” (310). 
Concluding the literature 
 Though several case studies include ideas for collaborations between faculty and 
special collections staff, other researchers point out the need for more purposeful and 
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systematic assessment in studies of special collections instruction. It may be a number of 
years before sustainable and systematic forms of assessment emerge in the literature 
because of the significant challenges posed by the special collections environment. One 
might also question the need for constant evaluation as well; based upon the challenges 
brought up in the literature and the current study, perhaps occasional and targeted 
assessment could provide the insight that would enrich all special collections instruction 
for a given institution. 
 
Description of case studies and methods 
Strategy 
 After reviewing the literature, it appeared that the most developed strategy would 
be a skills-based assessment such as Magia Krause's work described in her article 
“Undergraduates in the Archives.” Krause looked at a pre-test and post-test, using a 
rubric to assess critical thinking skills and comparing a group of students who had 
received instruction with one that had not.  
 Though assessing a pretest/posttest would give archivists and librarians insights 
into how student skills were built by instruction, the quasi-experimental structure of the 
project could also be problematic. My background in qualitative research in cultural 
anthropology makes me question the idea of achieving accurate results when so many 
variables are involved with research on human beings. For example, one of Krause's 
groups of students included more history majors than the other. Her full recognition of 
these facts makes her study more reliable but also reveals the shortcomings of human 
quasi-experimental research.  
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 Another factor shaping the choice of methods was the reluctance of library staff to 
allow a lengthy survey or test that would take away from class time. Instruction sessions 
are packed with information, as well as time for students to interact with materials. This 
makes any extra activity a challenging prospect. In discussions with library staff, 
reference was also made to a three-question notecard method that they had heard about in 
conversation with other librarians and archivists in the field. Staff described the exercise 
as taking place at the end of a session; students are given notecards and asked three 
questions about the session. I felt that this method might be somewhat limiting, because 
students would only hear the questions and would not be able to read them carefully. I 
also wanted to find out what year students were in at UNC and whether the class fit into 
their major. I hoped to encourage longer answers by providing plenty of room to write on 
the page. I settled on a six-question, one-page survey that I hoped would encourage 
answers to open-ended questions without too much time and effort from students (see 
Appendix A). 
 I also felt that recorded, semi-structured interviews with faculty, staff, and 
students would yield evidence while also providing flexibility. I used my findings in the 
literature review to inform questions for interviewees. Because the combination of special 
collections and IL instruction came out in several articles, I included two questions about 
primary sources and source bias in my interview questions for faculty (Appendix C). 
Because nearly all studies mention the value of close faculty/librarian/archivist 
collaboration, I asked both faculty and staff about their preparation time and often 
received a large amount of feedback on this question. Because of the value of active 
learning that many researchers highlight, I include questions for staff about how they 
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structure instruction sessions and would often ask them to clarify the amount of time they 
spend on activities for students. 
 I at first hoped to focus solely upon rare book instruction sessions, with which I 
was most familiar. However, it became clear as the semester began that because of the 
timing of the research and sprinkler installation in the stacks, I would not have enough 
opportunities for assessment with such a narrow focus. Instead, I was able to pass out 
surveys in one instruction session focused upon rare book materials, one with a strong 
focus on archival materials, and two sessions with the same class, utilizing a variety of 
primary and secondary sources. I ended up appreciating the move into sessions focusing 
on diverse special collections materials because these highlighted the specific strengths 
and challenges of different types of materials. Surveys were completed anonymously, and 
I use pseudonyms for interviewees.  
Description of classes 
 Class A, a history course with a mix of upper classmen and freshman, visited to 
look a variety of materials related to early modern concepts of masculinity. I use the 
pseudonym Prof. Maria Jacobs for the instructor of this course. Pamphlets and volumes 
dealing with etiquette for men in the 16th and 17th centuries formed the majority of the 
materials. This class included two visits to the collections, something that is very rare 
currently at Wilson Library. I was not able to attend the first session, but did attend the 
second session and passed out my survey at the end of the class. The first session 
included a brief introduction to Wilson Library, a description of the materials and a 
discussion of what their materiality could tell the viewer about their significance from the 
librarian, and the professor’s reading of passages from Castiglione’s The Book of the 
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Courtier and Elliot’s The Governor using the digital book viewer. Students were also 
able to circulate, view, and handle materials. The second session was solely for students 
to have one-on-one time with the books. In this case, there were enough items for each 
student to read one book or object each, and they spent twenty to thirty minutes doing 
this. Afterward, the professor went around the table calling on students and asking them 
to describe their items. Discussion focused mainly on the textual content of materials, 
though some students noted the format or length as saying something about the material's 
use. 
 Class B consisted of mainly upper classmen, and they came in preparation for a 
research project they would be doing throughout the semester to research and write 
Wikipedia-like entries about people, events, or subjects of interest in LGBT issues in the 
history of North Carolina. I use the pseudonym Paul Heller to describe the teacher of this 
class, an independent instructor in the Department of History. Their innovative project 
brought with it both promise and challenges, as the library holds periodicals, newspapers, 
and archival collections relevant to student research. However, these collections are often 
not adequately described with subject headings (in the case of periodicals and secondary 
sources) and in finding aids (for archival collections). The class included a twenty-minute 
introduction to searching in the catalog and finding aids for relevant collections, thirty 
minutes for students to look at folders from archival collections with partners and 
complete a handout asking them to record important information and relate the source to 
their class, and twenty minutes for students to present what they had learned about the 
materials to the rest of the class. Students also received a handout with valuable 
information about how to do research using the catalog and finding aids, library policies, 
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and a list of selected materials (including the materials that were laid out for students to 
handle during the session). The survey was passed out at the end of the session. 
 Class C included two separate groups of students in different sections of the same 
course. I use ENG 100 to represent the freshman composition class in this paper. In this 
unit of the class, students were completing historical research including primary sources 
for a paper in groups. Students were to learn more about past perceptions of monuments 
on UNC’s campus. Materials including newspaper clippings, compilations of primary 
sources, photographs, and archival folders were organized by topic in the reading room. 
For example, three different kinds of sources relating to the history of the Davie Poplar 
on campus were grouped together. The students first received a five-minute introduction 
to the library’s collections and handling procedures, and then quickly proceeded to 
circulate and choose a station with a certain topic to settle into. They had approximately 
twenty minutes to look at materials and were directed to take notes on the citation 
information for any materials of interest to their project so that they could request the 
materials at a later time. The course instructor and library staff circulated during student 
use of materials, asking questions and conversing with students about the items. 
Afterward, students reconvened and received instruction about searching the catalog for 
the kinds of materials they had seen for about twenty minutes. Digitized sources, 
newspaper indexes, and catalog searching were presented. Afterward, students were 
asked to complete the survey and told that they could spend the rest of their class time in 
the room to look at the materials that had already been pulled or could head to the 2nd 
floor reading room to request other materials or view microfilm. I use the pseudonym 
Tim Harris for the advanced graduate student who taught this class.  
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Analysis: Surveys 
Class A 
 For Class A, in which students looked at rare book materials dealing with early 
modern masculinity, eleven surveys from approximately fifteen students were returned. 
This included a mix of six juniors and seniors, four sophomores, and one freshman. Four 
students stated that the class was not part of their major, while seven students answered 
that the course was part of their major.  
 When addressing the question "What do you remember from the session today?,'" 
three out of eleven students specified that they enjoyed the physical contact with the 
books and time to explore its contents. Two students noted the fact that the books were 
special because of their age and “remarkable condition.” Three students picked out 
information they had learned about identifying and analyzing books based on their size, 
foliation, and other characteristics. The three remaining students noticed something 
interesting about the textual content of the materials, or simply mentioned that it was 
interesting to read the books. 
 When asked "Do you feel you have the tools or skills you need to do research in 
Wilson Library?," six students answered yes and five no. Of the five students who 
answered that they did not have the necessary skills, one noted that he/she could go to 
library staff for help. (A student answering 'yes' also gave the reason that library staff 
could help him/her in research.) Another student concluded that the research skills 
"would be fairly easy to learn," another stated that he could do research "if the books are 
pulled out for me," while the remaining student noted simply that more information on 
Wilson policies would have been helpful.  
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 All students answered 'yes' when asked if the session was relevant to their class. 
When asked if the session would be relevant for other classes in their college careers, 
nine students answered yes, one no, and one circled both yes and no. Eight students 
answered that the session has wider application in the study of history or another history 
class, and six of those students mentioned the use of primary sources within historical 
research. Another student gave a general answer: "all my classes relate." One student 
answered with a definitive no, saying that the content does not pertain to any class she 
"will take in the future. It was pretty specific." The remaining student answered “Maybe,” 
because with an unrelated major, she does not now know if she will have time in her 
schedule to take other “gender studies/history courses.” 
 When addressing, "What is something you wish you had learned on your visit 
today that was not covered?," four students answered that they would like to learn more 
about the physical characteristics of the books, two that they would like to know more 
about Wilson policies, one that he/she would like to learn more about handling, one that 
the materials could have been "more related to concepts of masculinity," one answer was 
difficult to understand, and two students answered that there was nothing else that needed 
to be covered.  
 The majority of students gave very positive feedback, felt the session was relevant 
to their class and other future classes at UNC, and remembered very specific items or 
aspects of the session when asked question one, “What do you remember from the 
session today?” Even though they did not receive bibliographic instruction, many 
students showed a high level of confidence and trust of library staff when answering 
question two, “Do you feel like you have the tools or skills you need to do research in 
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Wilson Library, or not?” One student answered, “Yes. A small, knowledgeable and 
trained library staff is present and willing to guide you to your books.” Interestingly, all 
students saw the session as relevant for their class, but several students wanted to learn 
more about the physical nature of the books and book history, even if it was not directly 
related to their class. One student notes, “I was really interested in what the paper and 
font can tell us about a book, but that wasn’t really very relevant to the class / we didn’t 
have enough time to diverge on other topics.” Though both survey results and case 
studies in the literature point to the importance of materials’ relevance to students’ 
courses, this feedback leads to the thought that the session could also be an opportunity to 
branch out in ways that give students something outside of the strictures of class 
assignments. 
Class B  
 In Class B, twenty-one surveys were returned from approximately thirty-one 
students. Twelve students listed themselves as juniors, four as sophomores, three as 
seniors, and one as a freshman. The remaining student explained that he/she is a non-
degree seeking graduate student. 
 Five students answered that the class was part of their major, while sixteen 
students said that the class was not. Five students specified search skills when asked what 
they remembered from the session, and three of those explicitly pointed to searching for 
archival materials. Two students remembered and named particular items. One student 
noted the discussion at the end of the class, one specified newspaper resources, and two 
noted oral histories. Two students pointed to the in-session exercise, and one student 
noted that he/she learned that dates were important for newspaper searching. Two 
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students expressed their enjoyment of primary sources, saying they liked the material 
pulled or liked primary sources in general. One student noted that he was “pleasantly 
surprised at how much there was to discover.” At the opposite end of the spectrum, 
another student noted “I’ve been in this kind of session before so I didn’t learn anything 
new.” Three students gave very general answers, such as “online resources” or “using 
online/physical items.” One person gave two answers to number one, which I count as 
two answers in my analysis. One subject did not answer the question. 
 Sixteen students answered yes to question two, “Do you feel like you have the 
tools or skills you need?” Only one student expressed a direct ‘no,’ while others 
expressed a lack of confidence. A students states “I think I do, but I’m nervous to begin 
going further” while another student admits, “I feel like I know how to search but not if I 
will find anything useful.” Another student compares Wilson to Davis, explaining “I feel 
a little more familiar with the Wilson library. I usually use Davis.” The remaining student 
took a positive but cautious view: “More so now than before!” 
 Twenty out of twenty-one students found the session relevant to their current class 
(one student did not answer), and eighteen students answered that the session was 
relevant to other classes they might take in the future at UNC. Two students answered no, 
and one maybe. One of those who answered no points out that she/he would have “no 
more classes for research, no more classes at UNC later.” Of the students answering yes, 
one pointed to their Honor’s Thesis work, another mentioned archival work, and three 
students said that research is a part of their history major. Four students pointed out that 
the skills might be useful in other classes, and four others mentioned research in general. 
Another student stated that any student with a major in the humanities is required to do 
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research. 
 In the last question, “What is something you wish you had learned on your visit 
today that was not covered?” four students wrote “nothing.” Notably, four students 
wanted more information and resources on their own research topics. One student writes, 
“I didn’t hear much information on my own topic so I wish there was more on that.” One 
student also wanted to learn more about requesting materials. Two students wanted to 
learn more about how to do research while one student mentioned specific materials that 
he or she would like to have seen. Eight students did not answer the question, while one 
answer was illegible.   
 Overall, it is likely that the difficulty inherent in searching for archival records 
related to LGBT histories added to some students’ lack of confidence when approaching 
the materials. In addition, it was difficult to create stations of materials that related to all 
students’ desired topics. Students’ desire to have session content relate directly to their 
research projects certainly stands out in this example.  
Class C 
 For Class C, made up of mainly first-year students visiting as part of their 
preparation for an assignment dealing with campus monuments, surveys were received 
from all students in both sections, for a total of thirty-nine students/surveys. As an 
English 100 level class, most students were freshmen. Two students were sophomores 
and one did not answer the question.  
 In response to "What do you remember from the session today?" twenty-two 
students noted the searching skills taught, two students felt impressed in general by the 
special collections, two students simply gave a very general answer like "all the 
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information," two students noted the "ease of access," four students recorded their 
experience seeing particular items, two noted the general authenticity or age of the items, 
four recorded various resources related to the Daily Tar Heel, two mentioned the 
electronic resources available, one noted handling requirements, and one mentioned the 
beauty of the library building itself. Some students wrote down more than one thing that 
they remembered, and this is reflected in the tally above.  
 In response to "Do you feel you have the tools or skills you need to do research in 
Wilson Library, or not?,” thirty-six students answered 'yes' and three answered 'no.' 
Seven students noted that librarians can help them in their research. Nine students 
answered that they have the basic tools, but that they would need further guidance as they 
worked, one student noting that "Wilson is still somewhat confusing and intimidating."  
 All students answered ‘yes’ to the question asking if the session was relevant to 
their course. When asked if the session would be relevant to their other classes, thirty-
eight students answered yes, and one student answered no. The student answering no 
stated that she/he does not have any more classes that “don't relate to math/business.” 
 When asked to explain why the session was relevant to their other classes, twelve 
students noted that the session or materials were a good resource for upcoming classes, 
eight thought it would be relevant to another research project, nine stated that they should 
know how to use resources at the library, seven said that it would be useful for history 
classes or research, one student said that primary resources would be important in other 
classes, and one student said it was important to know how to access information.  
 When asked "What is something you wish you had learned on your visit today 
that was not covered?," twenty-three students answered not applicable or “everything was 
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covered,” four students wanted to know more about the layout or different rooms in the 
library, five wanted to learn how to use microfilm, two students wanted to know more 
about other collections, two how to cite, one how to use the library, one how to access the 
archives, one the library hours, and one did not answer the question.  Some students 
wrote down more than one thing that that they were interested in learning, and this is 
reflected in the tally above. 
 Student answers revealed that they felt generally prepared for their research 
project but also wanted to learn general information about the library and some of the 
practical aspects of research. Daily Tar Heel-related resources stuck out to students, and 
they hoped to learn more about viewing microfilm. They were not able to see the use of 
microfilm modeled because of the lack of machines in the instruction room.  It was also 
likely that some students drew upon their past experience in library orientation sessions 
to answer the survey questions. Some answers mentioned “information” in way that is 
reminiscent of bibliographic instruction. 
 
Faculty interviews 
Motivations behind the class visits  
 Those teaching classes came to Wilson Library with diverse backgrounds and 
concepts about library instruction, but all sought a session that would allow students to 
interact with primary sources and gain some sense of “immediacy” in working with 
sources for their research projects. Two instructors come from the Department of English, 
another from History. To varying degrees, all instructors had background in working with 
special collections in the past. The instructor in Early Modern Masculinity, a faculty 
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member in the English Department who also teaches in art history, worked with holdings 
at the British Library previous to her move to UNC, and stated, “I’ve always prided 
myself on dealing with actual objects and not always just slides or digital images” 
(Jacobs). For this faculty member, primary source research with historical objects was a 
mainstay of her PhD research, so bringing her students fit in with her previous 
conceptions of the value of these materials. For Paul Heller, working with students 
researching LGBT histories, his own research also utilized primary sources within the 
scope of American history. The third instructor, Tim Harris, an advanced PhD student 
working from the English department, had used “a few items” in Wilson collections in 
the past for his research, though these items are unrelated to his students’ research topics. 
Interestingly, he also mentioned his familiarity with the library through his past use of the 
Music Library in Wilson’s basement (Harris). 
 Besides their experience with special collections or past use of Wilson Library 
itself, professors were also motivated by other factors in bringing their students to the 
collections. Harris stated that though he had taught the same course for a few years and 
had not brought students before, he hoped to “shake things up a little bit” and wanted to 
expose his students to the collections. He expressed a desire for them to “step inside” the 
library and become aware of its holdings, and he also pointed out that his own curiosity 
about the North Carolina Collection shaped his decision to visit (Harris). Heller focused 
on his desire to help students in their research projects, wanting to “ease their fear, that 
there actually is information out there.” He mentioned that one of the concerns of 
students upon coming into the class was that they would not be able find resources to 
support their research on LGBT histories in North Carolina (Heller).  Prof. Jacobs, on the 
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other hand, had learned about Wilson in a somewhat more formal fashion, through 
contact with library staff members upon her move to the UNC community. She was 
invited to learn more about the resources at Wilson and Davis. Prof. Jacobs had brought 
her students to the library once before, to view English language Bibles from the 16th and 
early 17th centuries. She saw this year’s visit as a chance for her students to enter into the 
subject of her current course in a direct way: “it was always with the idea of… closing a 
gap between what my students are studying here in the 21st century, the ways in which 
they learn about things, and the ways in which those people were studying and learning 
about things” (Jacobs). 
Faculty goals 
 Professors’ goals for their students build from their reasons for visiting the 
collections. For Prof. Jacobs, the materiality of the books helps to build students’ 
understanding of the historical period. For example, the different sizes of books showed 
that some were for private usage “you carry in your pocket” while others were larger 
“lectern sorts of books.” She mentioned that items in digital format, like paintings 
presented digitally, lack the characteristics of size and scale. She also commented that 
direct contact with primary sources was very empowering to her students and added 
authority to their writing.  
 Heller also pointed out the immediacy available when using sources at Wilson, 
such as oral histories relating to campus buildings: “primary source material that is 
something where they’re talking about Wilson Library, they’re talking about Dey Hall, 
things that thy could actually locate in their minds, it makes something that could be a 
potentially unwieldy subject a lot more concrete.” Besides his earlier stated goal of 
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showing students that sources were in fact available, he also hoped that students could 
gain an understanding of the variety of formats and materials available and learn about 
how to actually do research with the materials. Besides getting into Wilson Library and 
seeing what is available, Harris wanted his English 100 students to understand what 
historical primary source research entailed. This introductory course gives students a taste 
of several different types of research, so it made sense to the instructor to expose them 
more fully to historical research. 
Perception of sessions 
 Overall, instructors were pleased with the content of sessions. For Harris, having 
time for his students to do research was important, and he felt that the session did include 
that component. He would not recommend that the ratio between the time spent on demos 
with the catalog and the time spent with materials be changed, but if more time were 
possible, he would like to see “a little more instruction about what exactly these finding 
aids are and where you can locate this type of material vs. this type of material… and 
then give them additional time to go out and find those materials and use them” (Harris). 
He saw the most useful part of the session as the fact that the materials students would 
need were pulled for them. He felt he was “of two minds” about this, because the students 
were able to “dive in” and use materials important for their projects, but they also didn’t 
necessarily need to do research of their own when the relevant materials were already 
pulled.  
 The process of preparation also worked well for Harris; he explained that 
receiving emails detailing the content of the session and the most promising areas for 
research were very helpful. Input was given on both sides; Harris wanted to make sure his 
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students had time to begin their research, and library staff were able to alert him of which 
campus monuments would prove promising for student research. He was able to alter his 
assignment slightly to build upon collection strengths, and library staff allowed for 
students to have their own research time at the end of the session. 
 When asked about the possibility of having two sessions, Harris was in favor of 
this option. He sees two sessions as an opportunity to give students more detailed 
instruction and more time for research, which may have resulted in them finding more 
resources and doing their own hunting. This would have alleviated his concern that 
students only used what was already pulled for them.  
 Heller, whose class also included an instruction component and an activity 
portion, felt satisfied with the structure of the visit and was most appreciative of the time 
spent by students with the materials and presenting their findings. He mentioned 
students’ direct contact with materials, their discussion, and the input of library staff that 
students should notice dates, people, and try to draw connections to find new materials. 
This, for him, was more helpful than direct instruction about how to use the catalog to 
find materials. In discussing one example, he mentioned that in a newspaper “it’s great to 
find names, it’s great to find people, events, and that is the starting point for another 
connection…. It’s a process and they were able to move in that direction” (Heller). If 
there had been more time, he would have liked students to have reconvened in their 
groups after the activity to discuss what they could take from the activity and what their 
next research steps might be.  
 In discussion of the possibility for two class sessions, Heller explained that the 
amount of time available for library visits varies by class. He saw a promising second 
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session as one that might be half spent in research and half working in assigned groups 
for the project. However, he feels that time “has been at a premium” in the semester and 
that a second session would be nice but not essential. 
 Prof. Jacobs brought her students for two sessions and felt that the complementary 
format of the two worked well. She saw it as an opportunity to look at items “clustered 
around The Book of the Courtier in the 16th century” and items that were more similar to 
“The Compleat Gentleman of the 17th century.” She also felt that the first session acted as 
an introductory visit in which library staff could present book culture to students, whereas 
the second session consisted of individual student time with books and then time for 
students to present their findings. The first session was not limited to a lecture, however. 
Prof. Jacobs recalls that students were able to interact with books to some degree and 
states that “this was the thing that students commented on, that they couldn’t believe they 
were actually handling these books.”  
 When asked if she might also bring classes twice in the future, Prof. Jacobs 
replied that it would depend on the nature of the class taught. She foresees teaching more 
art history classes in the future than history classes. In her art historical classes, she often 
sees trips to the Ackland as being more relevant. For students to come twice in the future, 
the materials would have to match the focus of a given class. She explained, “I wouldn’t 
want the books to just be set-up, background, context, I would want them to be something 
that could be analyzed themselves” (Jacobs).  
Information literacy 
 When asked if students gained insights into the differences between primary and 
secondary sources, Prof. Jacobs stated that students do understand that they can “go 
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straight to the source and not have to always rely on somebody else mediating for them.” 
Both in her answer to this question and in her approach to the question about whether 
students had gained insight into bias/ historical context, she answered that students 
gained these skills as a part of the course, and the concept was reinforced in the session. 
In this way, she saw a great deal of connection between her course and the library visit. 
Heller felt that his students already had proficiency in these competencies, but that the 
goal of the session was to “take it to the next level” in terms of actually utilizing a 
primary source. Students needed to learn how to make connections to other materials that 
offer research potential. Harris felt that students could have benefitted from slightly more 
emphasis on primary vs. secondary source material. Perhaps showing students a few 
examples and briefly introducing them would have been enough. He points this out 
because this is the only opportunity they will have to do primary source work in the class. 
He related the question of bias/historical context to critical thinking and feels that he will 
not fully understand their gains in this area until after reading their unit projects.  
Assessment 
 Faculty had widely varied opinions on assessment. One instructor felt that passing 
out a survey as a regular practice would make it seem that the library was trying to prove 
its own worth. This practice could discourage students and faculty from returning to the 
library. The remaining faculty members saw no problem in the administration of surveys, 
but one felt that a paper survey is often glossed over by students and would not provide 
very informative feedback. Both remaining faculty members made comments that lead 
me to believe that assessment of student papers may provide more in-depth knowledge of 
what students took from sessions. One of the instructors mentioned directly that he would 
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be willing to share a selected number of student papers with library staff so that they 
could see what kind of work students did in the collections. The other instructor did not 
bring up the idea of sharing papers with staff, but did answer that he will only really 
know if the goals of the session were achieved when he sees what students did in their 
written projects. If faculty judge the usefulness of library instruction by looking at student 
work, should library staff be doing the same? 
 
Staff interviews 
Overview 
 Three staff members at Wilson Library and one staff member at another special 
collections library in North Carolina generously shared their opinions, experiences, and 
ideas about instruction and assessment in the special collections environment. Interviews 
lasted from thirty to forty-five minutes and were recorded and transcribed. I use the 
pseudonyms Nick Curtis, Mark Hill, and Joshua Coleman for UNC staff and the 
pseudonym Todd Evans for the staff member outside of the UNC community. Though 
staff members’ opinions varied and reflected their diverse experiences with instruction, 
several key characteristics emerged in our conversations. Of course, it must be 
remembered that many of these staff members work together, and therefore share 
opinions and methods with one another. Findings certainly reflect that staff members are 
communicating with one another about what they are doing in terms of instruction at 
Wilson. Interestingly, the staff member from another institution had very similar 
concerns and perceptions to those within Wilson.  
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 While differing on their analysis of how much time should be spent on an activity 
component for students during the session, all staff members emphasized the value of 
having an activity component. All staff also reflected upon the value of significant 
communication and coordination with faculty, some taking it as far as to say that their 
ideal would be co-planning assignments with faculty teaching certain classes. Staff saw 
significant differences between different types of sessions and felt that no one model 
could encompass all courses that visit special collections. Most staff mentioned the 
limitations or possibilities provided by available technologies and instruction space, even 
though no interview question dealt with these factors. When asked about assessment, 
staff members expressed the widest spectrum of opinions, ranging from hesitation to 
enthusiasm, though all felt that it would be ideal to have some kind of assessment occur 
in the special collections classroom.  
Preparation for sessions 
 Staff explained that their current practices usually involve email conversations 
with professors, ideally followed by an in-person meeting to discuss the upcoming 
session. However, meetings do not always happen due to scheduling or because the 
faculty member has visited with the same type of class many times in the past. Mark Hill 
explained that he does have significant email correspondence with a majority of faculty 
and likes to meet over coffee to discuss their goals for the session. He has experience 
with many professors who want their students to interact with materials and participate in 
discussion during the session. However, some faculty “want nothing more than their 
students to be exposed to the material and to let them know that it’s here” (Hill).  
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 Staff members have found that many faculty are not entirely sure what they want 
their students to gain from the session. Todd Evans observes that “it’s always interesting 
just to find out what the professor’s goals are – some have none.”  Joshua Coleman notes 
that professors sometimes lack specificity about their expectations for the session in their 
initial contact, and he has to “follow up to get more specifics about what they want,” 
offering them some possibilities for the content of the session. Nick Curtis explains that 
many faculty do not have distinct goals: “by and large I find that they don’t really know 
what their expectations are.” On the other hand, some faculty also come with very 
concrete expectations: “sometimes they have firm ideas of what they want” (Evans). Staff 
experience a variety of levels of involvement and expectation from faculty. 
 Staff expressed a strong desire to please the faculty members bringing their 
students, though their perspectives of working with faculty to design the session fell 
anywhere on a broad scale from a strong willingness to meet faculty expectations to a 
commitment to intervene with faculty, pushing them toward more interactive sessions. 
Curtis explains that nebulous faculty goals allow for “room for negotiation” and even 
partnering with faculty and encouraging them to “rethink the kind of assignment that they 
do.” The ideal assignment might be a few smaller projects that utilize special collections 
instead of one large assignment at the end of the semester that draws mainly upon 
secondary sources (Curtis). On the other hand, Hill notes that though special collections 
staff can certainly negotiate with faculty, instruction is faculty-driven because “they’re 
the main reasons that the students are here and they’re the ones teaching courses.” 
Coleman notes that whether or not faculty give the collections very much notice about 
bringing a class in, “we always try to facilitate that…. and it usually works out just fine.”  
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 Evans explains that PhD students teaching classes and new faculty are very “open 
to suggestions” about structuring sessions. When discussing the use of a document 
analysis worksheet in sessions, he explained that the use of the worksheet is “all in 
negotiation with the faculty member.”  Curtis, in favor of pushing faculty in the direction 
of having a more participatory session for students, explains his view that staff should 
negotiate but also that in the end, faculty decide what kind of session is provided: “I… 
feel like what we need to have is this sort of arsenal or continuum of approaches… and 
what we’re always aiming for is to push toward the sort of higher engagement end of 
things but if a faculty member’s just unwilling to do that then give them what they want.” 
Overall, Curtis notes that a vast majority of faculty are willing to try new methods for 
engaging their students.  
Show and tell vs. active learning 
 All staff agree that faculty are central to providing a quality learning experience to 
students. Evans eloquently states “ideally any class situation in a special collections 
library should have three kinds of participant: the faculty member should be participating, 
the librarian should be participating, and the students should be participating.” For this 
reason, all constituents should be speaking during the session, not just the librarian. 
Curtis also explains the centrality of faculty, especially their role in modeling research 
strategies to students. Staff members have to present themselves as “partners with 
faculty” and “the faculty member has to be the subject expert and the person who helps 
them make that leap they need to make between what they’re reading for the class and 
this stuff” (Curtis). Coleman explained that classes in which a conversation occurs 
between himself and faculty about the materials are most ideal. Fostering that situation is 
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difficult to explain: “when that happens organically it’s kind of the best and it’s hard to 
quantify” (Coleman).  
 In discussing the structure of sessions, the problems posed by taking a “show and 
tell” approach often arose, and staff favored a more interactive session. Past case studies 
also illustrate the benefits of more participatory sessions. Many case studies include 
active participation from students, and Krause and Mazella and Grob explicitly note that 
“show and tell” sessions are problematic. Hill was very specific about the problems 
arising when staff simply present interesting items to students. These sessions “don’t 
work as well if the student comes back to use material cause then… it’s not connected 
with their research project” (Hill). If students come early in the term simply to view some 
“cool material” from the collection, “they’re not coming at that point of need” (Hill). 
Later, when they return to do their research, they will approach the reference desk 
without knowledge of necessary resources. Hill also expresses student learning in terms 
of eliciting questions, a theme which commonly arose in staff interviews. Before students 
have started their projects, the materials just don’t elicit the same questions (Hill). 
 Coleman also hopes to go “beyond” the show and tell model in classes and 
include interaction with the materials. Very much in favor of students actively using 
materials, Curtis believes the ideal session would include the staff member talking for 
“10 minutes or less.” In a session where the staff member simply lectures to students, 
Curtis explains, “the longer you talk the more you lose them… I mean you can... see 
them leaving you, you can see it in their eyes.” Evans, with his belief that there should be 
three kinds of participant in sessions, also sees it as “most unfortunate” if the librarian is 
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the sole speaker in a session. Staff members valued student interaction with materials, 
and this is reflected in the kinds of sessions they have created in the past. 
 Two examples of sessions done in the past reveal the variety involved in special 
collections instruction and high levels of student participation. In a session described by 
Evans in order to show the diverse structures of instruction sessions, he recounts his work 
with a class focused upon the transition from manuscript culture to print culture. Evans 
did not begin the session with an introduction to the collections, but instead informed 
students about handling procedures and asked all the students sit down near an item. The 
materials were arranged in chronological order, proceeding from manuscripts to printed 
books. Students were asked to take notes on what they “found notable about the artifact.” 
After ten minutes, Evans introduced himself and gave an overview of the library. Then, it 
was time for the students to speak and highlight something about the material in front of 
them. Since he proceeded around the room in chronological order, the highlights became 
a history of the transition to the printed book: “in doing so they brought up every single 
thing I would have talked about… vellum, and the bindings, and what is a manuscript, 
and what is a printed book” (Evans). One can imagine that this kind of activity truly 
engaged the students. Evans explained that when leading a session focused upon modern 
manuscripts, he would more likely have started it out with searching, a discussion of 
collection arrangement, and access policies. 
 Curtis describes an innovative set of two sessions with modern manuscripts, 
completed in a previous position before his move to UNC. In the first session, Curtis 
introduced the collections and spoke for about ten minutes. The professor then presented 
a few examples of correspondence and a photograph to the students for about fifteen to 
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twenty minutes, connecting the materials to their course readings. Afterward, students 
had time to look at materials in pairs. Between the two sessions, students could come in 
and look at materials. In the second session, each pair did a brief presentation with the 
materials in front of the class. This was a graded assignment for the class, which helped 
to build students’ motivation.  
 Curtis explained that the activity elicited questions and contributed to student 
learning: “it was… really good because they got questions from other students and there 
was a dynamic that just would not have happened otherwise.” Two interesting things 
shaped this collaboration between Curtis and the instructor. He spent a great deal of time 
looking for relevant materials, and then made photocopies of what he wanted to use and 
shared the photocopies with the professor. On her own time, the faculty member read 
through materials and made lists of questions, which she then shared with Curtis. Curtis 
also took a very selective role in preparing materials for students; he in fact assembled 
folders of relevant documents for students. Supporting this action, he explained that this 
was a freshman class and the course was “the beginning of a four-year engagement with 
primary source materials and special collections” for students. He also states that part of 
the process is to give students confidence to engage with the collections. In fact, it is not 
necessary to debrief students on all aspects of research: “sometimes I think we feel like 
we have to cram all of what we know about special collections into a session and I think 
it… shouldn’t be like that” (Curtis). Tailoring the session to the needs of students, the 
partnership of the instructor, and the inclusion of a presentation assignment made this set 
of class visits successful for students.  
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Benefits of instruction 
 Staff members put a great deal of effort into instruction and believe in its value 
for students. Coleman focuses upon the “tactile thingness of the books and how that adds 
to the texts they are reading that are often disembodied in these kinds of scholarly 
editions.” Coleman describes featuring items from varied time periods for students in 
sessions, describing how seeing the use of an object or book over a span of time can 
enrich students’ historical perspective. For example, he may use a papyrus scroll, 
cuneiform tablets, or association copies of books in sessions. He explains, “it gives them 
perspective – this is that many thousands of years old and what we’re looking at is this 
many hundreds of years old… I think looking at the things and seeing the texture and 
how they’re put together and who used them across a period of time can really be helpful 
for getting students to think about history” (Coleman).  Considering recent shifts in 
undergraduate education, Curtis explains that there is a “long slow change” toward 
students doing more primary research, and assignments with special collections can be a 
part of this transition. Both Curtis and Coleman also point out the value of primary source 
research for students who will go on to be graduate students in the humanities. Hill points 
out another benefit of instruction sessions: their value in simply getting students 
acquainted with the library and aware of the staff’s willingness to help them in their 
research. Hill mentions this in relation to ‘show and tell’ sessions; even though they may 
not be ideal for students, they do at least illustrate that the collections and staff members 
are approachable.  
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Combined sessions 
 Some staff had worked with combined instruction sessions with staff from other 
libraries on campus. Hill had a positive past experience with combined instruction, 
explaining that about half the time was an orientation with library staff from the 
undergraduate and main libraries, while half of the time was spent on special collections 
instruction and materials. He explained that he did not feel rushed, but students had a 
limited (approximately five minutes) of time to look at materials and talk with each other. 
Hill pointed out two valuable things he gained in these combined sessions: he was able to 
learn from instruction librarians in other libraries, and he was able to see what kind of 
information students were exposed to in their general library orientations. This 
observation is quite valid, as answers from student surveys in this project were sometimes 
worded as if they were connecting the session to a general information literacy session 
given at the main library.  
 Curtis believes partnership is an essential step forward, seeing it as part of a need 
for more connection between the main library and the special collections library. He 
explains, “as we digitize stuff, as increasingly archival materials are born digital, the 
walls of special collections just start to evaporate.” It will be necessary for teaching staff 
in special collections and other libraries to work together. Evans, outside the UNC 
context, explains that introductory writing courses covering topics within the humanities 
often include a cooperative component between special collections and main library staff. 
Assessment 
 Many challenges surround the use of assessment in special collections. Staff were 
interested in possibilities for assessment, but found roadblocks in the variety of sessions 
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to which assessment would need to apply, the need for constructive and specific feedback 
after students have done research in the library, the scarcity of past research on 
instruction in special collections, and the limited time and resources in special collections 
libraries. Hill explains that though some assessment has come back for combined 
sessions with the Undergraduate Library, that assessment has been very positive but does 
not include specific details about how to improve sessions. He feels that more assessment 
needs to happen and that sessions could be improved, even if students are already 
pleased: “I’m 100% sure that things could be done better.” This highlights one of the 
shortcomings of assessment targeting perception; students may not have clear 
expectations for the session, and so not really know what to point out as lacking. Hill also 
states that he would like to hear back from students after they have done their research. A 
disadvantage of a survey passed out right after an instruction session is that it does not 
reflect how much the session prepared students (or not) for their research in the 
collections (Hill).  
 Curtis points out the approach taken by Magia Krause in “Undergraduates in the 
archives: using an assessment rubric to measure learning” as a possible model for future 
research. Creating a rubric to analyze results would take a great deal of work and 
analysis, so a researcher or PhD student might be a valuable addition to a project of that 
nature. He also explains that sitting down with faculty after students have completed an 
assignment related to the collection for about 30-45 minutes provides very helpful 
feedback. In a past position, he notes that these interviews included not only the staff 
member who did the instruction session, but also instructional staff from the 
undergraduate library and the head of public services.  
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 Coleman also mentions conversations among those doing instruction, both at the 
special collections library and from other libraries on campus, as being a very valuable 
step forward. He explains that though it may not be formal assessment, “it’s a way of 
doing critical thinking about what we’re doing and opening it up more to conversation.” 
In considering possible assessment, Coleman thinks that a brief exercise, perhaps 
including three questions students answer on a notecard, would be helpful. He mentions 
two questions that may be useful: “do you see yourself coming back to Wilson Library?” 
and “what’s one thing that you are going to take away and remember from this session 
today?” He is skeptical of lengthier assessment exercises that might become a burden 
during sessions: “I don’t want instructors to feel like ‘oh, you go to Wilson Library, and 
then they… make you fill out a survey.” His observation certainly reflects the 
reservations of one of the faculty members interviewed, who felt that routine surveys 
would be very off-putting.  
 At Evans’ library, those doing instruction have discussed assessment, and some 
staff members do a notecard exercise at the end of sessions. Their assessment practice 
includes a ‘321 Assessment’ of questions asked by the instructor and written by students 
on notecards. Students are asked to jot down three things that they learned, two things 
they still have questions about, and one thing that they would change about the session.  
 Evans explained that staff members have had conversations about making a 
generalizable assessment strategy to be applied to all sessions, but foresaw problems and 
shortcomings in this kind of assessment. Evans emphasized the diversity of types of 
instruction occurring in special collections throughout the interview, and explained that 
“in order to apply to every class we do, [an assessment strategy] would have to be the 
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lowest common denominator.” This would include questions like “where our website is, 
what a finding aid is, they should know how to get to the digital collections page” 
(Evans). An entirely generic assessment questionnaire is not that informative and 
somewhat difficult to engineer. He explains that perception-based approaches are popular 
because they do not “produce a debilitating amount of work.” Evans desires an 
assessment system that would be doable and could be instituted consistently over time. 
He would be interested to find a case in which a library is “doing something so 
consistently that over time they can track the success of their program.” 
 Conversations with staff reveal the plethora of challenges faced by assessment 
programs in special collections. Surveys given immediately after sessions may record 
student satisfaction in some measure, but do not allow for insights into how well-
prepared students find themselves as they progress in their research. In addition, some of 
the more successful studies in the literature required an amount of time and effort that 
may not be feasible in institutions with shrinking budgets a smaller staffs. However, with 
their passion for student learning and interest in sharing collection materials, it is likely 
that special collections staff will continue to search for ways to collect student and faculty 
feedback. 
 
Conclusions 
 Special collections instruction provides a meaningful opportunity for students to 
interact with primary source materials. Both the recent literature covering special 
collections instruction and staff comments show that sessions are moving toward an 
active learning, inquiry-based approach. However, this approach does not come without 
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its share of difficult questions, such as how to demonstrate techniques for searching the 
catalog while also allowing students significant time to utilize materials. In addition, 
Wilson Special Collections Library, like many others, suffers from a lack of appropriate 
spaces fitted with technologies for students to participate in finding online resources and 
using the catalog.    
 One of the interesting questions brought up by the study is how utilitarian 
sessions should (or should not) be. Students overall wanted the session to prepare them to 
complete their research projects, and the need to understand materials and do research for 
an assignment likely increased student engagement during sessions. However, some 
students looking at books and pamphlets in Prof. Jacobs’ session recorded on surveys that 
they would like to learn more about the materiality of the books and what this could 
reveal about their creation and use. One student specified that she/he would like to learn 
more about this, even though it might not be related to the course. In the sessions of 
English 100 with mostly freshman students, I observed students enjoying and clustering 
around an old UNC yearbook, even though this material was not directly related to their 
projects. For most sessions in which students are preparing for a research project, the 
majority of activities and materials need to be focused on readying them for the project. 
However, this does not mean that some materials and information shared can go beyond 
their immediate concerns as well. 
 The research completed in this study was gathered in a situation with many 
limitations. Because of the brief amount of time available for research, partnerships with 
faculty that could include cooperation in creating student assignments or participation in 
evaluation of student work were not possible. Additionally, to be feasible, assessment had 
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to be brief and simple for students. Another issue arose as some students likely completed 
surveys without a great deal of thought. Overall, my observations were that a majority of 
students did put a certain amount of time and thought into surveys, but as one of the 
instructors noted, students often complete exercises of this nature and may not put a great 
deal of work into a brief survey at the end of a session. Nick Curtis, a staff member, also 
explained that a notecard assessment strategy that was not pre-written but would include 
verbal questions from staff would be more interactive and participatory for students. 
However, it would also be “quick and dirty” and might not provide the same amount of 
information as a lengthier survey (Curtis). In addition to survey limitations, the study 
interviewed a small number of staff and faculty and cannot give an adequate 
representation of the feelings of all staff, faculty, and students who come to the library for 
instruction. However, because it is rare that interviews and surveys can be completed 
with the diverse participants in instruction sessions, the study does provide significant 
information that can be used for planning assessment strategies or thinking critically 
about instructional methods. 
 Like the diverse kinds of materials available in special collections, instruction 
sessions also take on various shapes. Staff repeatedly noted that no one model can serve 
to represent all instruction sessions. It was clear that faculty also expected their specific 
needs to be considered in the process of preparing for sessions as well. This situation 
makes a generalizable assessment strategy very challenging to implement.  
 The problem of assessing students’ skills or satisfaction immediately after the 
session also provides a challenge. Students don’t necessarily know if the session prepared 
them for research until after they actually complete their projects. In addition, as Mazella 
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and Grob explain, learning occurs in a cyclical rather than a linear pattern (470). For this 
reason, a skills test after a one-shot session is not a truly adequate measure of student 
learning. However, what kind of a return rate would be involved if students were sent a 
survey after their projects were finished? It would likely be dismal. 
 When asked about a possible two-session strategy, one class instructor was very 
much in favor, another instructor was in favor if there was leeway in his class schedule, 
and the third would be interested if the materials in the session directly related to her 
class topic. It seems clear from the literature and conversations with staff that a two-
session strategy would be ideal in many cases, so the process of moving away from a “hit 
and run” one-session visit would likely require a process of convincing faculty. 
 As discussed earlier, some staff members felt very willing to push faculty in the 
direction of more interactive sessions, while other staff were willing to negotiate but saw 
faculty as the key drivers of the instruction sessions. In faculty interviews, I was surprised 
to find that faculty may be more willing than staff members assume to negotiate sessions. 
For example, it became clear in the interview that Tim Harris, an advanced graduate 
student teaching the freshman course, would have been willing to extend the visit to two 
sessions and even to share student papers with staff if he had some early pre-planning 
with library staff. As one of the graduate students and staff who worked with his course, I 
did not assume that this much negotiation was possible in our email exchanges.  
 Because of the complexity of student learning, the variety of types of sessions 
needed for different classes, and the restrictions upon staff and faculty time, targeted and 
occasional assessment is a promising strategy in special collections. With faculty who are 
willing to work with library staff, assignments could be tailored to include collection 
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materials and faculty could share student papers with staff. With faculty and staff as 
partners, brief assignments or blog postings could be required from students that include 
reflections upon the research process. These written materials would be invaluable to 
library staff, who could then plan instruction sessions to build upon student interest and 
need. 
 Another option is a perception-based survey completed at the end of most 
sessions, like the notecard method. The answers given by students would be somewhat 
idiosyncratic and related mostly to the session in question, so these results would not 
necessarily allow librarians to trace the success of an instruction program over time, but it 
would allow for constructive feedback to be consistently available to staff members. A 
conversation between staff and faculty also needs to occur as they may negotiate new 
content for sessions and integrate instruction more fully into a given course. Rather than a 
one-stop shop, the instruction session should be seen as part of student learning in a 
semester-long course. 
 As the focus of undergraduate education shifts toward primary source analysis 
and more special collections materials become available online, it also appears that 
information literacy instruction in campus libraries and special collections instruction will 
become more closely intertwined. The combination of instructional technologies in 
campus libraries and the hands-on experience of materials in special collections libraries 
could provide students with an integrated introduction to research. Special collections 
libraries are moving toward a stronger focus on active and inquiry-based learning, and 
they hold the resources that could lead to a revitalized program of library instruction.  
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The future success of special collections instruction lies in a continuing conversation 
between library staff, university faculty, and students. 
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Appendix A 
Questionnaire for students in visiting courses 
 
Your participation and answers to all questions is appreciated, but you may skip 
any questions you do not wish to answer. 
 
1. What is your year?            Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, Senior, or Graduate  
 
2. Is this class a part of your major?             Yes / No 
 
3. What do you remember from the session today? Was there a particular part of 
the session that stood out to you? Or a particular item you saw?  
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 
4. Do you feel like you have the tools or skills you need to do research in Wilson 
Library, or not? 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 
 
5.a. Do you think that what you learned today is relevant to your class?  Yes / No 
 
 b. Do you think what you learned today will be relevant to any other 
 classes you take at UNC?  Yes / No  
Please explain: 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 
6.What is something you wish you had learned on your visit today that was not 
covered? 
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 
Staff interview questions 
1. What has been your experience working with special collections instruction in the 
past? Approximately how many courses do you instruct each semester? 
2. Do you discuss the content of the session with the professor beforehand? Why or why 
not? 
3. What are particular challenges you face when planning and executing a session? 
4. Can you outline what your sessions normally look like? What kinds of discussions or 
activities occur? 
5. What are your goals for instruction sessions? What do you want students to walk away 
from the session understanding? 
6. What do you think are the goals of the professors/TAs bringing students?  
7. Do you think these goals match, or not? 
8. Do you deal with any materials that provide unique insights for students or specific 
challenges in presentation? 
9. Have you ever done assessment? What did it look like? How did you feel about the 
survey tool I used?  
10. Are there any particular concerns or opportunities you see for using assessment in the 
future? 
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Appendix C 
Faculty Interview Questions 
1. What motivated you to bring your students to visit the collection? 
2. Have you brought students to visit any Wilson Library collections before? If so, when, 
and why did you decide to bring them? 
Before the session 
3. How would you describe the process of preparation for the session and your interaction 
with the library? 
During the session 
4. Was the session what you expected? 
5. What did you think about the format of the session? For example, did the time spent 
introducing materials, introducing procedures for requesting materials, and time for 
student individual or group exploration of materials seem appropriate? 
6. What was the most helpful portion of the session for students? 
7. What item or items were used during the session that you feel might be particularly 
helpful or interesting to students? What items seemed to be less helpful to them? 
8. Do you feel that students gained any new insights into the difference between primary 
and secondary sources? 
9. Do you feel that students gained any new insights into the inherent biases or the 
importance of the historical context of any of the items? 
10. What did you wish they had gained, but believe they did not gain during the session? 
11. How did you feel about the survey as an assessment tool? How do you think 
librarians or archivists can correctly assess instruction? 
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After the session 
11. Did students mention anything about the visit in class discussions? 
12. Do you feel that the skills or perspectives gained by students on their visit was 
applicable to the goals of your course? If yes, how? If no, why? 
13. What would you like to see (content or method) in a future class visit that you did not 
get to see during this semester’s session? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
